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One

	I glance at my phone as it buzzes on my executive style desk—Mom again. Choosing not to answer, I put my computer to sleep, thinking of which excuse to use this time. Technically, I’m at work, but thanks to the bankers’ hours at Willow Ridge Credit Union, the work day ended ten minutes ago at four o’clock. I’m not sure Mom knows that, so it’s a reasonable excuse for when I do finally answer and she inevitably grills me for why I haven’t answered her last six calls.

	Any normal person might have answered her three calls ago, thinking something was wrong, but I know my mother, and she is not normal. Neither am I. Can you blame me? How do you think I got this way?

	A knock sounds on my partially open door and my boss Garth walks in. “Here you go, Felicia.” He hands me a file. He’s old school and big on having paper copies of everything in the office. I keep telling him it would be so much easier if it was all on the network. Everything has to get entered into our electronic system eventually anyway. I reach to open the file. “For tomorrow,” he adds with a smile. Garth fully embraces bankers’ hours and fully expects all of his staff to do the same—one of the perks of working here. He acts like he’s all about the work-life balance, but my bet is the board members are too cheap to pay overtime.

	“Okay. Thanks, I guess.” Who knows what could be in that file. It could be contact information for the next poor sucker I’ve got to call and let down easy. I’m sorry, but at this time, Willow Ridge Credit Union can’t extend you further credit. Blah, blah, blah. And that would be one of the things I hate about my job. People get so touchy when you tell them they can’t have the credit union’s money.

	“You said you wanted to take the next step.” He nods at the file. “This will get you started in that direction.”

	I assume he’s referring to my recent mention that I wanted to move up the ladder from personal loans officer. He suggested I might enjoy business loans for a change. Apparently the position also comes with a pay raise. 

	“Thank you,” I say again, grabbing my sweater and stuffing it into my giant shoulder bag. Judging from the way the sun is reflecting off the windows of the grocery store across the street, I won’t be needing it on my walk home. It’s that time of year where it’s a little chilly in the morning, but by midday it’s nice and toasty out. Willow Ridge’s temperatures have been known to fluctuate dramatically in September though. You never know what you might get. Kind of like my moods, according to my roommate Kit. She has a point, but unlike her, I’ve always felt it’s better not to suffocate your emotions. Not that she does that, she’s just very even tempered and easy going. Probably why she puts up with me as her roommate.

	I let my lungs fill with fresh air as soon as I leave the credit union. The sun heats my face and causes me to squint a little since I forgot my sunglasses at home this morning. My high-heeled shoes clack along the sidewalk, and I get a good rhythm going, swinging my arms in time to my feet. 

	As I enter the square where my apartment is, I look around for Kit. As the town’s landscape architect, she’s in charge of keeping Willow Ridge looking beautiful on the outside, and she’s often working in the square, one of my favourite parts of town.  

	Every time I enter the square, I feel as though I’ve stepped into a modern day fairy tale. The shops all have Victorian facades painted in pastel colours. The pinks and yellows seem to be the most prominent. Very different from the commercial feel over on the side of town where I work.

	In the last block of my walk, I pass the blue and yellow tones of La Patisserie, the bakery where my best friend Marshall works. I lift my hand in greeting as I stroll by, but he’s got a customer inside, and I don’t expect a reciprocation, so I keep walking. 

	The bakery is kitty-corner to the pale mauve and chiffon bookstore that Kit and I live above. Approaching the bookstore, I spy a large squirrel with a bushy, red tail scrambling up the oak tree that stands near the entrance to the shop. Below the tree, a few orange and red leaves sit on the grass. I’m sure Kit will clean those up on her way up to the apartment later. She can’t stand for one leaf to be out of place, especially in the square.

	Our apartment is spacious, taking up the full floor plan of the bookstore below, but the best thing about living up here is we don’t have any neighbours. 

	When I open the door, a white blur of fur rushes by, and I hear the thunder of paws on the carpet.

	“Frenchie, I’m home.” The cat hates me—ironic, since I’m the one who rescued her from behind the bakery—but I refuse to let her win. 

	I hang my shoulder bag on a hook by the front door, and from the entrance to my room, I toss my sweater on the bed. 

	Frenchie lets out a high-pitched growl and a long hiss. I turn around, half expecting I’m the object of her disgust, but she’s not there. I find her in the window seat looking out the living room window. Her tail twitches back and forth and she hunches low. From the window, we have a perfect view of the oak tree, and I wonder if Frenchie has spotted the squirrel.

	She lurches at the window, smacking into it headfirst, and lets out a cross between a hiss and a screech. 

	“Geez, girl.”

	She shakes her head. 

	“Yeah, how did that feel?”

	I reach out my hand to stroke her head, but she claws at me.

	“Fine then. I wasn’t going to say anything, but you’ll need to lay off the French pastries if you plan to get that squirrel.” I glance out the window. “And maybe go outside once in a while.”

	Okay, so the last part is completely my fault. As much as the cat hates me, I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to her, so she’s strictly an indoor cat. 

	From the window, I watch Marshall lock up the bakery, balancing his usual pink box of treats for Frenchie. “Speak of the devil.” I continue to watch Marshall as he walks along the edge of the square to the bookstore then disappears.

	Frenchie twitches her tail then runs to the door. She’s got to be the best fed cat in all of Willow Ridge. 

	“Spoiled little—”

	Knock, knock, knock. 

	“Come in,” I yell as I head toward the door, already knowing it’s Marshall with Frenchie’s daily pastry. God, he’s slowly killing that cat, I’m sure. I had no idea cats liked baked goods so much. 

	But Marshall is the biggest sweetheart I know, and I don’t have the heart to tell him to stop. I’ve subtly hinted which is hard for me. I’ve never been one to drop hints. I’m all about telling it like it is, except when it comes to Marshall. 

	He was the first person I met when I came to Willow Ridge. If it wasn’t for him, I probably wouldn’t have this amazing apartment. 

	“Hey, Marsh.” I hold the door open for him, because as many times as I’ve yelled “come in” when he knocks, he’s never once just come in. He always waits for me to open the door. It’s not like it’s ever locked. I know he’s going to be at my door every day between four-thirty and five o’clock, without fail.

	“Hey,” he says, placing the pink bakery box on the kitchen island and opening the lid. He glances at the floor where Frenchie sits next to her dish. “Who’s a hungry kitty?”

	She’s already wrapped her tail around one of Marshall’s legs. He breaks off a piece of croissant and kneels to her level. The damn cat eats it right out of his hand. I swear, if I tried that, she’d bite my finger off.

	I nonchalantly peek into the box. Of course, my fancy croissant with chocolate drizzled across the top sits there staring up at me. It’s a good thing I have the metabolism of a hummingbird. There’s no other way I could have survived the last six years of Marshall’s daily treats. 

	The treats started as a “welcome to the neighbourhood” gesture when I first moved in with Kit. He’d remembered I ordered a chocolate croissant when I’d first rolled into Willow Ridge after my solo journey most of the way across Canada.

	I ended up adopting Frenchie after the bakery owner Mr. Dupont said he couldn’t have her hanging around the bakery anymore. She was just a kitten then and didn't seem to mind me. That sure changed fast as she grew. At least she likes Marshall and Kit. 

	So, Marshall’s weekly croissant deliveries eventually turned into daily deliveries. He usually has some excuse about how they’re never as good the next day and they’d just get thrown out anyway. I’m not sure I believe him. 

	Come to think of it. He didn’t make excuses today. I watch him pet Frenchie, stroking her long, white fur from head to toe. I’m about to ask him how his day was when Kit bursts through the door.

	“For the love of—”

	She eyes Marshall and clears her throat. “Sorry. Hey, Marshall.” She can’t be surprised he’s here, but her face says she might be.

	Marshall stands. “Hi, Kit.” He glances at me and looks as though he wants to say something else but doesn’t. He takes a few steps along the island, allowing Kit to get into the bakery box if she wants. There two chocolate and vanilla pinwheel cookies in the box for her. 

	I find it interesting how the bakery has exactly what all of us like at the end of the day. I’m pretty sure Marshall tucks them away when he sees quantities are getting low. He hasn’t missed a day since he started this little ritual. Some friends meet for drinks after work, we meet for baked goods. Although, Marshall never brings anything for himself. He always says he eats enough at work, but I’m not sure I buy that. 

	“Marshall, I swear. This is all your fault.” Kit gestures to her belly which really isn’t that big, but she always complains about how she works outside so she can stay in shape, and Marshall is ruining that for her. This doesn’t stop her from eating her daily cookies though. 

	Normally, Marshall would have some sort of retort for her, stating exactly that, but today he’s silent. He’s pacing up and down the kitchen, wearing a path beside the island.

	“What’s wrong, Marsh?”

	He stops and looks me in the eyes. I can almost see him trying to decide if he wants to talk about it or not. Taking a deep breath, he says, “Mr. Dupont is sick.”

	“Oh, no,” I say. Mr. Dupont is ancient. The first time I met him in the bakery, I couldn’t believe he still spent time working there. He looked as though he should have retired years ago. Marshall says he loves the place so much he’ll work until he dies. 

	“Like, really sick.” His gaze darts around the room. 

	“Is there anything we can do?” asks Kit. 

	“Yeah,” I add, “anything?” I’m not much of a baker, but I can clean and serve customers. 

	Marshall seems to cheer up a little at our offers, and he smiles a lopsided half-smile. “I’ve got it covered. It’s just . . .”

	His voice trails off as he stares into space, and Kit and I look at each other. It’s not like Marshall to be so distracted. He’s usually full of energy after work. Kit arches a brow at me.

	Marshall waves a hand, seeming to snap out of his trance. “It’s fine. Everything will work out fine.” But his words are empty and unconvincing. 

	
Two

	As soon as the door closes behind Marshall, Kit turns to me with wide eyes. “Would you please call your mother?” She grits her teeth as if Mom has been irritating her all day too. It’s not my fault the two of them exchanged numbers when Kit and I became roommates six years ago.

	I grab a bottle of water from the fridge and unscrew the cap. “I thought she was only going to call you in case of an emergency?”

	Kit rolls her eyes. “Well, when your daughter doesn’t answer her phone all day, isn’t that an emergency?”

	“I suppose, in her world.” I pick up my phone and look at the screen. “Ugh. Can’t you call her and pretend you're me?”

	“Oh, sure.” She clears her throat. “Hi, Mom. How’s Dad? How’s Riley?” Her voice is squeaky with a hint of self-centredness.

	“I don’t sound like that.” I imitate her impersonating me.

	“Exactly my point.” She pops the last bite of a pinwheel cookie into her mouth. “What’s the big deal, anyway?”

	“She’s just going to go on about my cousin and how happy she and her new husband are. I swear we’ve been having the same conversation ever since I went home for my cousin’s wedding in June. I wish I’d never gone. It’s like being single at my age is a sin in her mind.” I take a sip from my water bottle.

	“Maybe she wants grandchildren?”

	I choke on the water in my mouth, which is only because the alternative is spewing it in Kit’s face. I sputter and cough and take another sip of water.

	“I’m only twenty-five. There’s plenty of time for that.”

	“Sorry,” she says. “Just tell her you’re engaged. I’ve already set it up for you.”

	This idea has promise. It would get Mom to stop pestering me about ‘settling down.’ I don’t know why she doesn’t realize that’s what I did when I moved here—settled down and made a life for myself here in Willow Ridge. I don’t need a fiancé for that, but Mom is almost as old school as Garth. 

	Kit’s previous sentence hits me. “What do you mean, you’ve set it up for me?”

	“I told her you had some big news and you were being more dramatic than usual so the suspense could build.”

	Ugh. I could strangle Kit right now. I let out a huff. 

	“Getting engaged is looking better and better, isn’t it?”
“Well, it’s not like they’ll come rushing out here from Toronto. Especially since Riley just started at the University of Toronto.”

	Kit nods. “Just do it.” She places a hand on her hip. “I dare you.”

	What’s the harm? By the time they decide to come out here again, I will have broken up with my pretend fiancé and my little ruse will have kept Mom off my back for a while. 

	“Fine.” I pull up one of the many missed calls from Mom, tap on her number, and press the green call button. 

	“It’s about time.” She sounds annoyed, but I know it won’t last once I tell her my fake news. 

	“Hello to you too, Mom.”

	I glance at Kit. Too late to back out now. “So, Kit told you I have some news.”

	“Yes, she actually answers my calls.” Maybe I should hang up and call back later if this is how this conversation is going to go. I walk to the window seat.

	“Sorry, but I do work, you know.”

	“I’m sure you also get a lunch break. And coffee.” She barely takes a breath. “What about coffee breaks? You were so busy you didn’t have time to call me back then either?”

	I was busy, but what’s the point in trying to explain? She's just going to see things her way anyway. This is how things always were with us when I lived in Toronto.  

	“I’m engaged,” I blurt, practically cutting her off.

	“Oh my god.” Her voice rises to a screechy level. “Dirk! Felicia’s engaged.” Of course, she yells at Dad without covering the phone, and I hold my phone away from my ear to prevent the onset of sudden deafness. 

	“Who’s the lucky guy?”

	My mind goes blank. Shit. Why didn’t I make up a name before calling her. I glance out the window. Marshall is leaving the bakery again. Weird. Did he forget something?

	“Felicia. Are you still there?”

	“Sorry. His name’s Marshall.”

	“How lovely. Did you set a date?”

	“Mom. We only just got engaged.”

	Kit raises her eyebrows when I make eye contact with her. 

	“I can’t wait to meet him.”

	I wrack my brain trying to remember if she met Marshall either of the times she’s been out here since I moved here. I’m sure I must have talked about him. He was one of the first people I met when I arrived in town, and we’ve been best friends ever since. I do try and give her as few details about my life as possible, and she’s only been here twice. She’s not one for small towns, so she usually tries to get me to go to Toronto which hardly ever happens since the city stresses me out. 

	Mom babbles on about all the people she knows that can help with the wedding while I watch Marshall head down the street, his usual route home.

	“Will you get married here?”

	“Uh . . .” Thankfully it doesn’t matter what I say. I’m so relieved this engagement is fake. I can’t imagine going back to Toronto to get married, but there’s no need to burst Mom’s bubble yet. “It’s too soon to say.”

	“Right. Of course. I’ll contact some venues for you, just in case. When your cousin got married they had to book a year in advance.”

	Noo. This was supposed to end all the incessant cousin comparison. Since I only have a younger brother, I’ve been compared to my cousin Charmaine—my Mom’s sister’s daughter—my whole life. She’s an only child and falls between Riley and me age-wise—twenty-one to my twenty-five and Riley’s eighteen. Too young to get married in my opinion, but who am I to judge?

	On the other hand, maybe having Mom look into these things will give her something to do besides call me all the time. Mom is very much about looking a certain way when it comes to Toronto society. Her family has a lot of money, thanks to my great grandfather’s hard work. He built a frozen food company from the ground up. My grandfather sold it for millions years ago when it became clear to him neither one of his two daughters were interested in taking over. When Grandpa died, his estate was split equally between Mom and Aunt Joyce. It was big news and the main reason I left Toronto. I wanted to prove I could stand on my own two feet. 

	“Good idea,” I tell Mom, not completely thinking things through. She’s always been a control freak. This fake wedding of mine will be planned before I can come up with a good break up story. 

	Before I moved, Mom had offered to pay for everything if I would just stay in Toronto and go to school. That would mean I would continue to be compared to Charmaine. Not only is she already married, but both she and her new husband are attending the Schulich School of Medicine. I’m sure Mom will want this to be the wedding of the year to make up for my lack of education.

	“Your father and I will find some caterers to try out too.”

	Mom loves her dinner parties, and she doesn’t cook. Of course, I would never go back to Toronto to get married. Charmaine’s wedding was beautiful, but it was way over the top for my taste. But if this keeps Mom off my back for a while, I’ll just let her think Toronto is the best location.

	“Thanks, Mom. I can’t wait to see what you come up with.” Ugh. I almost gag on my words. I put on a fake smile in an attempt to sound sincere. 

	Kit must have heard me, because I catch her gaze and she’s covering her mouth, stifling a laugh. 

	“I better call Joyce. She’ll be over the moon.” What she really means is that she can’t wait to rub it in Aunt Joyce’s face. Not only does she compare everything I do to what Charmaine does, but even though she and Aunt Joyce are best friends, they’re also fierce competitors.   

	“Both our girls getting married this year,” she continues in a sickeningly sweet voice.

	Hmm. I’m not sure how she thinks that’s possible when she just said Charmaine had to book her wedding venue a year in advance.

	Not sure what to say, I just add an “Mmm-hmm.”

	“Okay, love. Well, I’ve gotta run.”

	Of course she does. She needs to make that call to Aunt Joyce.

	“Bye, Mom.” I widen my eyes as I hang up and look at Kit. “Wow. This better work.”

	“I guess you’ll find out soon enough.”

	I nod. That I will. 
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